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Introduction:
As is the Custom



You know when you’ve just come back from holiday and, as you stagger knackered through the cold airport, in shorts and flip-flops, with your wonky-wheeled luggage trolley, and you get to the red/green/blue Customs channels and – even though you know you’re not bringing anything back from abroad other than burned feet, hotel shower gel and a souvenir hangover – you still get that uneasy feeling walking through ‘nothing to declare’?


Well, sorry for putting you through that but we’re kind of glad you feel that way. Because it means we’ve created the right environment to ensure that the uneasy feeling will be much, much worse for the people that we really want to catch – the criminals and smugglers bringing in contraband that may seriously harm you and yours. We want them to get that horrible feeling: sweaty palms and nervous gulping is an easily spotted dead giveaway. And, if you saw the things that we would regularly find hidden on and in people, you’d probably agree.


Oscar Wilde, when going through New York Customs, made the most famous remark ever uttered to a Customs officer when he said that he had nothing to declare but his genius. It’s a great line, but I’m surprised that the undoubted genius of Wilde didn’t alert him to the fact that that’s exactly the kind of smartarse remark that’s going to have any Customs officer snapping on the old rubber glove with relish and saying, ‘Right, sonny Jim, let’s see exactly where you’ve hidden that genius . . .’


Anyway, like they say, as is the custom, I’ll introduce myself: I served over twenty years in Her Majesty’s Customs and Excise (HMCE), initially as a uniformed officer at London airports, then moving on to a role as a preventive Intelligence officer before promotion into the plain-clothes and undercover Customs Investigation Division. Later still, I moved to the Serious Organised Crime Agency (SOCA). Most of what I have seen and done has never been made public except for some of the larger drugs jobs, and even then very few people knew what occurred before the arrests took place. Between uniform, investigation work, overseas postings and covert operations, only the names have been changed to protect those involved.


Some of what we did should have never have happened and some things should never have been seen by anyone, but someone had to do the job and that was us.


Prior to the formation of the admittedly less effective SOCA, HM Customs Preventive & Investigation counted for more than 70 per cent of all UK drug, gun and porn seizures. Just one Customs Investigation heroin team would seize more heroin in a year than the whole of the UK’s police forces (and there were six Customs heroin teams).


In more than twenty years, I have worked with the mad, the bad, the brave, the stupid, the spectacular and the heroic. The Customs officers I have known came from all kinds of backgrounds. It was quite rare for the department to recruit directly from school and it was unknown for a person to join the Investigation Division without having a good grounding in Customs, Excise or VAT. I have served with former policemen, engineers, soldiers, sailors, airmen, council gardeners, bouncers and even double-glazing salesmen. It was never the pay that drew these people in. Sometimes it was the glory or the power of wearing a uniform. For the ex-military guys, it was the worry of not wearing a uniform. Every officer had their own reason for joining. Mine was luck.


The work of Customs officers at ports and airports was and is essential. HMCE was regarded as the best Customs service in the world and, having worked around the world in many countries, I learned that it was true. Customs has always stated that it protects society – and, take my word for it, some of what Customs seizes on its way into this country would make your hair stand up and scream. In my time as a uniformed officer I seized many weird and wonderful things: passengers, aircraft, presidential aircraft, a working tank, cars, lorries, boats and coffins; and I uncovered wild animals, killer snakes, bush meat, animal porn, poisonous vodka, dodgy medicine, bootleg prescriptions, pirated pills, toxic alcohol, firearms, sidearms, swords, explosives, stolen gold, dirty money, blood diamonds, child pornography, dead parrots and every drug known to man (and a few as yet unknown). And that was all just from searching the living. The dead? Well, we searched them, too. We had to. It’s amazing what you can hide in a coffin.


There were many aspects of the job that made you think twice about ever again putting your fingers anywhere near your mouth. Every single hiding place and hole in the human body has at one time been used by smugglers, and I’m afraid the poor old Customs officer has to sometimes look inside them. And, yes, even the dead ones. In fact, we sometimes preferred the corpses – especially on a Monday morning or when suffering from a hangover – as the dead don’t argue, swear or spit at you.


When you’ve confiscated everything from a suitcase full of human hair to a live, urinating monkey hidden in the lining of a passenger’s overcoat, you know you can never return to a normal line of work. And from being a uniformed officer I then went into plain-clothes and undercover Customs work and things really got . . . even less normal.


Over the years, there have been many so-called detection methods for criminals and criminal activity, from the low-tech reading the bumps on a human head to the high-tech airport Sniffer Arch (more of that later); from the lie detector test to actually using fruit flies to try to identify drugs (yes, it’s true). But I don’t think any method has yet been found that beats the knowledge, the experience, the suspicion, the gut instinct, the skill, the bloody-mindedness and the ever-twitching antennae of that uniformed human radar detector – the good old-fashioned Customs officer.


Unfortunately, or fortunately, this ‘trusting no one’ technique usually pays off. When I was at work in the airports, in front of me would be a long queue of incoming passengers (including smugglers), and behind me there were 88,000 square miles of Great Britain. We were all that stood between the two. So, when you next step off a plane, the Customs officer may be the first unfriendly face you see, but they are actually the last border defence that we have.


Just don’t try to sneak in a monkey under your overcoat – we know the signs . . .





Part 1: In Uniform




1. Counting the Bodies Before Breakfast



There’s an old Japanese proverb that says, ‘If you sit by the river long enough, the body of your enemy will float by.’ You could also say that, if you worked at an airport long enough, you would eventually see everything.


One day when I was on the early shift, I was just about to drive into the staff car park when I noticed a vehicle parked up in an unusual place. Next to the car park there was a dead-end road that hadn’t yet been connected to wherever it was intended to lead. Down this road there was a Ford saloon that had both front doors wide open, as if its driver and passenger had got out in a hurry and legged it. And speaking of legs, on closer inspection there appeared to be a man’s legs hanging out of the driver’s door, and there also appeared to be a pair of woman’s legs sticking out from the passenger’s door. Maybe they were sunbathing or having a quick nap, but it seemed an odd place to do it.


Now, Customs runs airports (by ancient legislation, no foreign entry point into Great Britain can exist without Customs authority) – security do their bit and so can the police, but Customs officers are always on the lookout for smuggling attempts or dodgy goings-on and the telltale signs of either. So I thought this looked strange enough for me to have a closer butcher’s.


As I slowly drove a little closer to the car, I could tell that something was seriously wrong. As well as the two pairs of legs sticking out of the car (which were immobile), both the front and rear windows were smashed – and yet the car didn’t look as if it had been in an accident. At least I couldn’t see any frontal impact.


As I got out of my car and walked towards the vehicle, all I could hear was the blood in my ears and the roar of incoming aircraft above my head. I slowly stepped nearer and called out a hopeful ‘Hello’, thinking that they would perhaps both sit up, startled, embarrassed that they’d been caught doing whatever they were doing. But something inside me wasn’t surprised when there was no response. Now I could feel the tiny cubes of safety glass scattered around the car crunch underfoot. And, even though I had a bad feeling about this, when I got near enough to peer inside I was quite shocked at what I saw: the whole inside of the car was decorated with sheets of fresh blood, as if the interior had been reupholstered with a kind of dark, sticky red leather. I noticed for the first time that one of the man’s shoes was off, lying on the floor, right next to a double-barrel shotgun. A quick assessment made it plain to me that the man had used the shotgun to completely blow off the head of his wife; and he’d then orally taken the same double-barrelled medicine himself. There was blood, bone and brain matter all around the inside of the car, and presumably four eyeballs and sixty-four teeth must have been scattered around inside there, too. I’d heard of shotgun weddings but this was my first experience of a shotgun divorce.


By now, the commercial jets above me weren’t the only incoming flights I had to deal with. Obviously word, and the smell, had got round the local area and there seemed to be a busy flight path of flies and insects circling the car and making their approach for landing.


Well, serves me right, I thought – the curiosity of the Customs officer strikes again. Trust me to have a butcher’s and find . . . what looked like a butcher’s. That’ll teach you, Jon, you nosy, suspicious old bastard. I was just glad that, technically, this was actually nothing to do with Customs. I could wipe my hands of it, if not my nostrils.


I was just getting ready to leave and call it in when the first police arrived, obviously alerted already by someone equally suspicious. The first officer came closer, looked in, turned green, and immediately bent over and noisily parked his breakfast all over his shoes. They went from being shiny black to multicoloured pebble-dash. The second officer smiled weakly at me, nodded, and to his credit he straight away got on with what he knew had to be done – secure and make safe the shotgun (which, as he picked it up, you couldn’t help but notice, was dripping with something that belonged inside the human body but was now irretrievably out).


Great start to a Monday morning, I thought a little while later as I sat in the canteen eating a large fry-up. Oh, come on, don’t hold that against me – as they say, breakfast is the most important meal of the day! (Though that young copper might have disagreed.)


And all this, remember, had happened before I’d actually clocked on, so technically I hadn’t even been at work. Not for the first time, something encountered during the course of a day made me think: if that’s the kind of thing that this job reveals to you even when you’re off-duty, then you can imagine what you might have to look forward to when your shift actually does begin. Perhaps even more bodies floating past me in the river.


It’s Monday mornings like that one that make me think back to how I got into this and where it all started.





2. The Tattooed Side of the Moon



Everyone, as they say, has to start somewhere. My starting place in Customs was at Stansted Airport on the ‘old’ side of the runway, that is, on the other side of the runway to the new high-tech ‘greenhouse’ terminal designed by Norman Foster at a cost of £100 million. What would become known as the old Stansted (but which was at the time new to me) was a pretty simple creation from the 1970s with single-storey buildings and Portakabins. The passengers, believe it or not, actually had to walk from the plane to the terminal. And the staff canteen was really no more than a glorified prefab Nissen hut from the time when Stansted was in the hands of the 8th Air Force of the USAAF (United States Army Air Force) during the Second World War. From looking at the regular canteen menu, I think they left some of their food behind as well.


But, having already served in the regular Army, I was used to food that wasn’t exactly haute cuisine. After I had left the regulars, I’d joined the Territorial Army, which also allowed me to return to college in Cambridge. Near exam time, I was on TA duty in the officer’s mess of the Royal Anglians when I’d been approached by an ageing captain who was a little drunk. He was apparently worried that I was heading for the dole in the next couple of weeks and informed me that Customs at Stansted Airport was looking for bench officers. For some reason, even though I’d never considered it before, the idea immediately grabbed me. And I wrote and posted a letter of interest within the next twenty-four hours.


As new recruits, our training consisted of three intensive months: first month, we were at our home airport of Stansted and we covered all the basics: law, rules and regulations (you needed to know the different Customs Acts of Parliament inside out), spotting potential targets, etc. Month two was spent on a residential training course, in my case held at a hotel in Eastbourne, away from our station, and here officers from all over the country were brought together for role-play training, advanced training in interviews and paperwork (notebooks and witness statements), training in passenger stops and advanced lessons based on the first month’s teaching. Our third month was at a different port or airport – Gatwick was my temporary posting – to the one where we were mentored all the time. Then a probation period continued for nine more months at the home station where we were assessed on how we carried out our duties with any cock-ups noted – strip searching the Queen, letting through a live monkey disguised as a hairy child, detaining someone for being in possession of a concealed banana . . . that kind of thing.


Our exams were an ongoing thing, structured very much like the military – explanation, demonstration, imitation, test. There was no computer-based training. In fact, we only had one computer and that was a secure Customs and Excise Departmental Reference & Information Computer (CEDRIC) terminal in the Intelligence office.


The failure rate was low for preventive training Customs officers because, although the uniform service was an attractive option to many people, when they discovered the hours and the exacting work required, most dropped out even before their training started. On top of this, the interview stage we’d been through to get there was tough. You had to show you had the right stuff to progress any further.


Like Judge Dredd, we had to know the laws inside out and back to front. I knew that, when I was operational, I wouldn’t get time to sit and flick through the law books. The important front-line laws were: the Customs and Excise Management Act (CEMA, which was our bible), the Police and Criminal Evidence Act (PACE), the VAT Act, the Customs Consolidation Act 1876, the Misuse of Drugs Act, the Customs and Excise Tariff, the Firearms Act, the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES), the Counterfeit Act and the Misdescription of Goods Act amongst others. So you can see that my bedtime reading at this time wasn’t exactly a barrel of laughs. There aren’t many chuckles to be had in the VAT Act.


The training was hard and intense and we were expected to learn quickly. There is a reason for this: HMCE was regarded as the best Customs service in the world. I trained with all sorts, from the mad and the bad to the whip-smart and disciplined – drawn from all walks of life for all kinds of reasons. The training hammers us all into shape and then nails us into a stiff black (though officially ‘Customs Blue’) uniform with bright gold braid and scary peaked cap (ominous X-ray stare, officer’s own).


After the first month’s book and theory training, my tutor, Mick, decided to let me loose to have a go on the general public, just to see if I had what it takes. Mick was a very experienced, long-in-the-tooth former Excise officer who had moved over to Customs. He knew that all the theory in the world won’t tell you whether or not you’re ready for harsh reality – at some point, you’ve got to get stuck in and hit ‘the channels’ (as we called the red/green declare/nothing-to-declare exits). As I walked in uniform down the shining concourse of a London airport for the first time, the polished floor reflecting the strip lights above, I knew that I’d found the right job and the right place to be. I was now officially a HMCE Airport Preventive Officer (APO) working the bench (search table) on incoming channels and airplane searches at Stansted Airport.


On this particular day, an Amsterdam flight had just landed and so I positioned myself behind a bench and tried to look like I knew what I was doing, helped by the fact I was wearing my evil-looking HMCE-issue cap with its white cover and steep shiny black peak and my black APO uniform decorated with gold braid – the passengers didn’t know that single gold band on my sleeve meant I was only a newly appointed APO. (They probably also didn’t know that the historical reason why the gold braid doesn’t go all around the arm on a Customs officer uniform is because we donated the inside half of the braid to the military in the First World War.)


I stood there watching everyone file past knowing that, like when it comes to spiders, they’re more afraid of you than you are of them. I remembered from my training that they said that spotting potential targets is like trying to find Willy Wonka’s Golden Ticket. Although the training gave us guidelines in the area, in the end it quite often came down to experience. But, until you got that experience, you needed something to go on, so it was broken down into categories of suspicion:


a)   Paperwork: Passports that showed trips to drug-source countries; flight tickets paid in cash; and diaries (some people are actually stupid enough to write down everything that they have been up to, including the illegal acts).


b)   Dress: Are they wearing the right type of dress for the place from which they have just arrived? For example, wearing a business suit on a package flight from Ibiza is going to stand out. People mistakenly think that simply looking smart is enough to avoid suspicion. But it is better to look scruffily right than too smartly wrong.


c)   Drug paraphernalia: Cannabis T-shirts, golden razor-blade necklaces, etc. seem almost too obvious – but they aren’t.


d)   General appearance: Many drugs users are employed as mules because they are cheap and can be paid in the product that they are smuggling, so telltale signs of a user are often the signs of a carrier.


e)   Nervousness: Again, this seems obvious but it is more difficult to read because it is only a certain kind of nervousness that rings our alarm bells; mostly we expect people to be a little bit nervous when stopped by Customs.


f)   Amsterdam: Just because it’s Amsterdam. Nuff said.


On top of this, we would be supplied by our Intelligence teams with what we called ‘Trend Alerts’, that is, specific areas of suspicion that occurred during certain times and for certain reasons. For example, as I was beginning my training, there was a fashion for smuggling gangs to give British pensioners free holidays to Spain – and all the little grey-haired old ladies and gentlemen had to do in return was to bring back a package. It was based on the understandable idea that little old ladies seem more trustworthy. Unless, of course, you’re a big, bad Customs officer who wouldn’t trust a nun on a crutch.


Sometimes I knew that passengers made things easier for you by being . . . well, let’s not beat around the bush . . . by being idiots. T-shirts with a big cannabis leaf on the front tended to get noticed, as did ones with ‘Free The Weed’ written across them. No sign is too obvious, so don’t think that these passengers got a pass on the basis that you wouldn’t wear a cannabis leaf T-shirt and still have a travel bag full of weed. Unsurprisingly, often the two went together. So walking through Customs in that kind of attire meant that you may as well have done it with your pants already around your ankles – it would have certainly saved time.


Contents of baggage also gave away massive clues, and clues so obvious you would think the passenger would see it themselves. Often they didn’t. So packets of Jumbo Rizlas with some of the cardboard missing (torn off to make a homemade filter – a roach) on someone coming back from Amsterdam was enough to earn them a pull on the grounds of stupidity alone. And burnt spoons in the luggage may have been taken out, but the track marks up the arms could not be hidden – both obvious signs of heroin use. But one of the favourite giveaways was photographs showing the traveller toking on a big spliff.


Unfortunately, none of these obvious signs were present and none of the usual alarm bells were being rung by the passengers off the Amsterdam flight, so, on the basis that I had to stop someone, I eventually motioned to a young Dutchman to come over to me so I could conduct my first ever search. The passenger was a chap called Van der Mons who, it turned out, was a glasshouse erector working in the north. Which was sort of appropriate as the Dutch were among the first to heat larger greenhouses, using charcoal braziers – and we all know what is often grown in greenhouses in Holland.


I rummaged through his bag as if every single item hid a terrible secret – remote control exploding underpants? Socks impregnated with heroin (or was that just skin flakes)? Comb that doubled up as a flick-knife? Well, I didn’t know; during training it was drilled into us to trust no one, be suspicious of everyone and search everything. What I found was an excess amount of tobacco and a telltale packet of Jumbo Rizla. With Mr Van der Mons’s passport in hand, I wandered over to Mick and told him what I had found.


‘So then,’ he said, ‘do you want an SOP?’


That was Search of Person. I didn’t really know: did I really want to look up a stranger’s arse this early in my career? But I knew that I did want a good result so . . . in for a penny. Mick took me over to the senior officer. By the book, I had to officially request an SOP, giving my reasons. This I did, and Mick and I escorted our Dutchman into a search room.


Now, I’m not a lover of the naked male form – I don’t even like my own – but I didn’t know then that over the next few years I was to see more naked men than the choreographer of the Chippendales. In the case of Mr Van der Mons, we politely asked him if he would strip down and Mick asked him to lift his bollocks.


‘Boll-locks? Boll-locks? What are “boll-locks”?’ he said, laughing.


‘Er . . . them things,’ said Mick, pointing to our Dutchman’s testicles.


He happily complied, laughing all the time and occasionally shouting out, ‘Bollocks! Good! I like! Bollocks. Ha!’


We found about 9 grams of cannabis resin . . . but in his trainers, under the tongue – so all along all we’d needed to do was ask his shoes to open up and say ‘argh’.


He was fined and sent on his way and, as for me, well I was the golden boy for having got a successful ‘find’ on my first pull – albeit a small find and albeit more by luck than judgement. Though, having said that, often on certain flights from Amsterdam, it would sometimes have been difficult not to pick someone who was carrying.


After this time on practical experience, I left the airport to join my friend and fellow trainee, Brian, and resume my uniform training until I was ready to hit the channels full time.


By the time Brian and I were at stage three of training a few months later, we were at Gatwick Airport and about to learn that there was truth in the old saying that there was more than one way to skin a cat . . . and smuggle a cat . . . and hide a cat in your luggage . . . and smuggle drugs in a cat, etc. You could also say that, if you worked at an airport long enough (or, if you were unlucky, even for just one day), you would eventually see everything. Twice.


So on a Monday morning, in summer, Brian and I entered the fray at Gatwick. There happened to be airport strikes all over Europe, so, on the way to our new office, we had to negotiate the large maze of bodies of all the delayed, sleeping passengers, trying to literally not step on anyone’s toes . . . or fingers.


We had, it turned out, arrived at work half-an-hour after the arrival of a flight from America’s West Coast and the passengers were just starting to wander through the channels after picking up their luggage from the ring of hell (i.e. baggage carousel), where it had been very carefully sorted by the airport’s bag smashers (i.e. highly trained luggage handling personnel).


As we were being welcomed and briefed by the duty senior officer, I couldn’t help but notice that Brian was staring hard over the officer’s shoulder. I followed his gaze and there, standing at one of the exam desks, being ‘chatted to’ by one of our boys, was a vision of absolute loveliness: six foot two, long blonde hair, even longer legs, stiletto shoes and silk stockings with a seam running all the way up the back towards a short, figure-hugging silver lamé dress. A few seconds drifted by and the senior officer eventually shut up and turned around to see what had drawn our eyes. We remained at attention for a few seconds . . . until the passenger turned around to pick up her bag and we saw that she had a big, black, hairy walrus moustache; and, now that we looked closer, enormous hands and a large, bobbing Adam’s apple.


Our senior duty officer smiled broadly and turned back to address us: ‘I guess the San Francisco flight is in then. Welcome to Gatwick, boys.’


We soon got into the swing of things. I bagged a couple of small drugs jobs and Brian was spending his time sitting on a stuffer. That isn’t as much fun as it sounds, by the way: ‘swallowers’ were the mules (smugglers) who swallowed their drugs packages and ‘stuffers’ . . . well, you can probably guess where they put theirs. With both swallowers and stuffers, it becomes a waiting game – that is, waiting for nature to take its course and the hidden contraband to come out.


And that’s one thing they didn’t put on the recruitment poster – ‘Join Customs! Watch People Crap!’ You know how they say ‘shit happens’? Well it’s true, it does, and, when it did, we had to sift through it looking for drug-filled condoms by hand.


A week later, we were not only still tiptoeing over abandoned passengers again but we also had to fend off the advances of some religious sect’s followers who had invaded the airport terminal and wanted to give us flowers and bless our aura-something. Brian, who was nearly twenty years older than me and an ex-hippy, said, ‘Blimey! The sixties have reappeared overnight – I feel like I’m having some kind of strange flashback.’ And then he went off to see if anything interesting had come out of his latest stuffer’s . . . aura.


The airport staff and security were both in a flustered state about the religious sect invasion; even our lot – a bunch of usually unflappable Customs officers – were moved to lift an interested eyebrow at the goings-on. We got into our offices and were then dragged back out and into a team meeting that was being held by a very senior officer and some bloke from the Foreign Office. It appeared that within the hour some religious guru was arriving from India with about a hundred of his followers. Add that to the followers already in the airport and we had quite an impromptu religious festival on our hands. The briefing stated that we were to perform our normal duties as far as the arriving followers were concerned but it might be diplomatic to avoid the Big Guru. We didn’t like this at first as it went against our professional nature and natural instinct to pull someone, especially if they expected special treatment; but then we were told that his hold bags on the plane would be scanned and searched, that he had no hand luggage and that he would be wearing not a lot more than a yellow sheet. So it would be pretty unlikely for him to get anything through.


Sat at the back of the meeting with his arms crossed like pirate swords was Officer Billy, nicknamed The Beast, so-called because of his undeniably mean nature. We loved him. And throughout the briefing we could hear his constant and hilarious mumbling: ‘Bloody God-botherer and his bloody Bible bashers and this bloody jumped-up Foreign Office toady coming in here trying to tell us our job . . .’ It went on and on but nobody took any notice except us and the senior officer.


The meeting ended and we all wandered out to the channels to see the arrival of ‘the enlightened one’. All, that is, except Billy. The senior officer had decided that it was too much of a risk having Bill anywhere near our incoming Big Guru and so had sent him off on some task in the stores. Soon we could hear the chanting from all the arriving followers and this chant was then taken up by the followers behind us. The first to arrive in the channels were the guru’s flower girls with large baskets of rose petals, spreading them on the ground. We had been told of this ritual – the Holy One’s feet should not touch the floor, apparently. Fair enough. And then he finally appeared: a little chubby chap with a big grey beard and glasses and wearing what looked like cheap flip-flops. Surely, I thought, an impressive flip-flop is an essential part of any religious guru’s outfit? Apparently not. He floated past us with a genial wave and headed for the automatic exit doors. I noticed our senior officer give a visible sigh of relief that the spectacle of Billy the Beast versus Big Guru had been averted.


Then, as the flower girls disappeared, throwing flowers behind them, there was a really loud bang as the storeroom door, which was right next to the exit, suddenly flew open – and there, in full uniform, including hat (black peak pulled down like a knight’s visor), was Billy . . . with the biggest fuck-off broom I had ever seen. It was about six feet wide. He looked like a cross between the Terminator and Norah Batty. Cue very sharp intake of breath from one senior officer and several sharp intakes of breath from all attending Customs personnel. In a flash, Billy was out of the storeroom and following the flower girls, who had no idea that he was using his mega-brush to sweep a beautiful clean swathe right through the rose-petal pathway. As Billy disappeared from view, brushing vigorously in front of His now-quite-baffled Holiness, under the chiming of the followers ‘peace bells’ we could hear the low rumble of Billy’s muttering: ‘Frigging holy man my arse well learn what it’s like for us lowly ones down here on earth you short-sighted beardy bastard oh yes you’re in the real world now old son . . .’


The Amsterdam flights were always quite fruitful and the constant work was a good way for a newly qualified officer to put training into practice and, it turns out, to accidentally run into people you hadn’t seen since school.


On this particular day, I had just arrested a Dutchman for smuggling 6 kg of cannabis resin concealed within large soup cans. Which is pretty clever. But we knew that there were numerous places in the Netherlands where you could get this illegal canning professionally done. The one flaw in the plan is that people don’t often travel with large jumbo catering cans of soup – it’s not exactly essential travelling gear and it’s heavy – so their presence alone is a bit of a giveaway.


This passenger had on him six large cans of so-called vegetable soup. I had already opened one and X-rayed the other five so I had no doubt that we had six kilos. The guy was arrested and put into custody, and he asked for the on-call solicitor. Luckily for him, the solicitor arrived within twenty minutes, which broke the average time by about an hour. I couldn’t believe my eyes when an acquaintance, Richard Smith, walked through the door as the on-call solicitor. We had never been friends. In fact, he hadn’t liked me and the feeling had been mutual.


I greeted him pleasantly enough but his first words to me were: ‘I think you can drop the Richard bit and call me Mr Smith. I am a solicitor, you know.’


Martin, our duty officer, who was well known for his dislike of solicitors, looked up from his paperwork. Now he was interested. I knew I couldn’t lose face here so I replied, ‘In which case, you call me Officer Frost. After all, I am a Crown-commissioned officer.’ Martin smiled and went back to his paperwork.


Things didn’t really get better from then on. Smith got his client to go ‘no comment’, so the interview was very short. To finish off the job, we just needed to open the remaining cans and confirm the contents weren’t exactly the kind of stuff approved by Heinz – even in Amsterdam. I brought all five cans into the interview room so that we could open them in front of the Dutchman. I opened the second can and pulled the cannabis blocks out from the soup. As I was drying the blocks on some kitchen paper, I casually passed the can opener to Smith and asked, ‘Would you mind popping that one open for me, Mr Smith?’ After a moment’s hesitation, he opened the can in a few seconds and then lifted out the cannabis on to some more kitchen paper on the table. As he passed me back the can opener, I handed him a blank witness statement form.


‘What is this for?’ he asked in a snotty tone.


‘It’s for your witness statement for the prosecution, Mr Smith,’ I replied. ‘It has to go on the record exactly who opened which cans . . .’


I left the interview room and he stormed out after me, his face now burning red. ‘You bastard!’ he shouted, his nose only two inches from mine. ‘I can’t represent him now. You fucking set this up! Where’s your duty officer? I want to complain. This means big trouble for you!’


I pointed in the direction of the venomous, solicitor-hating Martin.


Once I had cleaned up all the soup off the drug blocks, I wandered into the main office just in time to hear Martin’s response to the complaint against me.


‘Well then, Richard!’ he said. ‘It sounds like my officer carried out his duty as he should and you, son, are a bit of a twat for opening the can. Now, sir, could you sit over there and write out your statement?’


Smith’s final words to us on his way out were that this was not the last we would hear of it. The duty officer told me not to sweat about it. I was still a touch worried, though, and tried to explain that it hadn’t been a deliberate ploy to get him to open the can, just a genuine request for help.


‘Course it was, son,’ he said with a smile and a wink. ‘Of course it was.’


Robert was another acquaintance. He had spent the last two years of his schooling in a cannabis stupor before just managing to get into college to study an ‘ology’. It was there that he got involved in the new and expanding rave culture. His drugs usage moved from the downer cannabis to the hallucinogenic LSD. I hadn’t seen him in a while but what I didn’t expect to see was him being escorted into the green channel by a couple of policemen a few years after our last meeting. Luckily, I was in a position to avoid being involved, yet still be available for advice.


Apparently, Rob had been given the usual security pat down at departures by BAA security. During the pat down, the security officer had felt a body pack on Rob and had got him to lift up his jumper, so revealing a few thousand ecstasy and LSD tablets. He was on his way to Tenerife to make his fortune as a dealer. By the time Rob was delivered to us, he was screaming threats left and right. What surprised me was Rob’s supposed defence that he was shouting out to anyone who would listen: ‘But I’m going out of the country, you fuckers! I’m not bringing the stuff in!’


The illegality of the exportation of controlled drugs is exactly the same as the importation of them. I don’t know whether years on drugs from a young age had affected his powers of reasoning but he did genuinely believe that because he was taking the consignment out of the country he shouldn’t be in any trouble. As if he was doing everyone a favour by taking the gear out. He was so sure of his legal position that he refused a solicitor and later defended himself in court. And, as the old saying goes, the man who defends himself in court has a fool for a client. Rob got three years.


One person I wasn’t particularly surprised to see again was our Mr Van der Mons, as he came through the airport off another flight from Amsterdam, but I was very surprised by his reaction and by what he proceeded to do. While standing in the passport line, he spotted Mick and me. Now, I didn’t know it at the time, but I was about to get the best and most unusual reception I could ever get from a passenger whose arse I had once looked up – he started smiling broadly at us and waving wildly. Then, at the top of his voice, he started shouting, ‘Bollocks! Good! Ha-ha. Bollocks! Good!’


Mick and I looked at each other, a little puzzled. Well, quite a lot puzzled, actually. All the other passengers in the queue shared our bafflement – they looked at each other, then looked at Mr Van der Mons, then looked back at us. It was like a mass breakout of synchronized frowning. I assumed they were wondering how brave, or foolish, you’d have to be to start shouting ‘Bollocks!’ at a Customs officer.


But that wasn’t all our flying Dutchman had in store. As he came through the green channel, he bounded over to where Mick and I were standing, undoing his belt and unzipping his trousers as he approached. Then he spun round and Mick and I – like a couple of astronomers looking at the night sky at a certain time of the month – were bathed in the unmistakable glare of a full moon.


By this time, the rest of the passengers were split between a mixture of hysterics and horror. But all of them might have wondered why Mick and I were just chuckling. What they couldn’t see was that on his bared right cheek there was a brand new tattoo – a British bulldog smoking a large joint and, needled in irreversible ink underneath, were the words ‘BOLLOCKS! GOOD!’ I actually thought, ‘Good lad – fair play to you, son.’ He returned to the queue to a smattering of applause and with a cheery double thumbs-up back to us.


I suppose, if nothing else, it did prove that our Mr Van der Mons must have smoked a shitload more weed than we ever actually caught him with.





3. DOA: Dead on Arrival



If you can (and some can’t), please try to die in your home country. Obviously better if you don’t die at all but, just in case, I thought I’d mention it.


Repatriation of a human body back to the UK is complicated and very expensive (currently about £4,500 for Spain to the UK). To us, as Customs officers, repatriated bodies and body parts were simply freight and they even appeared on the aircrafts’ airway bills listed as such. Which may come as a surprise to trusting passengers, who are too used to being fooled by the clever skills of the pilots and the cabin crews into feeling that the airline does really care about them. But it will come as no surprise to the pilots and the cabin crew, who secretly refer to the passengers as SLF – or self-loading freight. That’s you, that is, that they’re talking about. And me, too, when I fly. We are just pieces of baggage with legs that are occasionally viewed as mildly preferable to the other baggage because we walk ourselves on board; but often viewed as less preferable to the other baggage because we complain and get drunk. There is no suitcase in existence (outside one that explodes) that aircrews could hate more than a human passenger.


But, if you are a smuggler, a human corpse represents not a symbol of human loss but simply a good vehicle for contraband importation. Even so, we didn’t often check the dead as we knew it would take quite a widespread and very professional organization to pull off smuggling in this way. So what makes it so complicated?


Well, if Billy Bobbins gets pissed on cheap plonk and does a backflip off his tenth-floor hotel balcony in Tenerife while singing ‘Come on England!’ and finds that he misses the swimming pool below by a good fifty feet (and which, by the way, with a Brit abroad, would be classed as a ‘death by natural causes’), then the result is that the body has to be embalmed within forty-eight hours. Traditionally, it tends to happen quickly in hot countries, for the obvious reason that before refrigeration the dead would soon turn ripe. Scotland, on the other hand – nae problem. Granddad could pop his sporran there and you could prop him up in his favourite chair for a few weeks for company. One of the benefits of a cold climate.


After a death abroad, next comes lots of paperwork: death certificate, embalming certificate, certificate of transportation, freedom from infection certificate. Once all these certificates are in place, they have to be checked by the local authorities and copies sent to the British Embassy. Next comes the physical stuff: the body must be sealed by a Spanish Customs officer in a zinc-lined coffin. Zinc is used to create a hermetic seal and also because it still allows the coffin to be X-rayed. The body can be clothed but under no circumstances is anything allowed to be put in the coffin, even personal mementoes of the deceased.


The coffin will then be transported to the airport where it is placed within a specific cargo container and registered with its own airway bill. The choice of which airline to carry the deceased is either by special freight plane or – and this is the option most often used – by a normal everyday passenger jet. So, that’s right, a normal holiday jet can, and often does, carry corpses. Often when there is someone on a plane crying for most of the flight, it’s because they know that down in the hold they are bringing home evidence of an ended life.


For those who bring the deceased back in a coffin rather than propped up in a seat wearing wonky sunglasses, once they are into the UK, all the paperwork is examined and only then is the coffin released. Between arrival and release, we at Customs can examine the contents . . . if we really want to.


During my early months at the airport, I was often thrown in at the deep end and some tasks were, I knew, to test my mettle and mental reserves. My tutor Mick’s evil smile usually informed me that whatever he had in mind was going to be amusing for others and a lot less so for me. Still, what was I to do, pack it all in and go running home to my mother?


‘Right, we’re off to the freight shed,’ Mick said one day. He didn’t expand on this but I’m sure now that all the other guys in the office were aware of what lay in store for me.


The freight sheds and Customs freight office were on the other side of the airport, a fifteen-minute drive. The freight staff and the passenger Customs staff rarely mixed. We thought that we were superior as we dealt with real people, and they countered with the fact that cargo didn’t sweat or act nervous so they had the harder job because they had to solely use their investigative minds to find contraband.


We were joined in the car by my senior officer who said that he had some admin work to do in the freight office. That was, I thought, bollocks for sure – he was coming to watch my pain.


We drove straight into the freight shed and parked near the Customs clearance cage. As we got out of the car, I couldn’t miss my target for the day. There, in the middle of the shed, was a large, shiny brass-handled casket. The strip lights were reflected in the dark polished wood. The cargo handlers had unpacked it from its flight container and forklifted it on to a narrow exam bench, a bit like balancing a shoebox on a matchbox. Because of its size and the overhang of the width, as you approached it from certain angles it looked like it was almost floating in mid-air.


The senior officer headed off towards our offices as Mick and I stood either side of the boxed-up deceased. Mick smiled, ‘Okay then, off with the lid and let’s see what we are dealing with.’


It took me about five minutes to remove all the decorative screw covers and then the screws themselves. Together, Mick and I lifted off the heavy, zinc-lined lid to reveal the occupant. The first thing that hit me was the smell of embalming fluid, and with its composition being a mixture of formaldehyde, methanol, ethanol and other solvents, the smell was quite distinctive. Then came the body. The chap was chubby and well dressed with a great shock of ginger hair.


‘Right then, Jon, how do you feel?’ asked Mick.


How did I feel? I thought for a few seconds: how should I feel? The chap looked as if he was asleep yet smelled like a hospital sluice room.


Mick, standing on the opposite side of the coffin, continued, ‘We are going to search the coffin but, in this case, we are not going to search the corpse.’ Well, that was a relief anyway. ‘I want you to reach in and roll him towards you. Now, this is not going to be easy as there is not much room in there, so you will have to use a bit of force.’


I put my right hand on his cold head and grabbed his right arm with my left hand. Mick looked impressed – I had not bottled out. ‘OK, on my count, roll him towards you . . . Three, two, one, roll!’


As I pulled his arm, there was a loud human cry of ‘Aaaarrrgghhh!’ The world suddenly went into very slow motion . . . and then speeded up: FUCK ME – the bloke must be alive! With a loud shout of my own, I let go and flew backwards. What I didn’t know was that the cry had come from the senior officer who had just crept up behind me, so as I flew backwards I clattered slap-bang into him and we both went sprawling on the floor. Fifteen stone of me knocked him clear off his feet and we both hit the ground with a crunch.


Still on the floor, I could hear laughing. The freight staff and the cargo handlers had all come out to watch Mick and our senior officer play this trick on me. The officer was star-fished out on the floor, covered in scalding coffee from the cup he’d been holding and, with a fracture to his drinking arm, screaming blue murder at me. I was lying on top of him and screaming blue murder at Mick, and my right arm was in the air holding – I suddenly noticed to my shock – what was obviously the dead man’s bright-ginger wig. I must have grabbed it as I flew backwards.


The other thing I couldn’t help but notice – and this was something else I must have inadvertently grabbed and pulled at in the shock – was that the deceased’s right arm was now stuck up in the air, sticking straight out of the coffin like he was giving some eerie Nazi salute from beyond the grave.


Mick was chuckling uncontrollably and, as a result, he was struggling to hold on to the heavily lined coffin lid, which was about to topple out of his hands. I got to my feet but didn’t help him – I thought that was the least he should suffer. I pressed the Nazi salute back down into the coffin like pushing a giant lever, and I was just grateful it didn’t spring back up again of its own accord. That would have been scary.


And though I tried it all different ways, turning it this way and that, pulling it backwards and forwards, spinning it around from right to left, lifting it up and putting it back down again . . . I was never really completely happy with the way that big orange wig went back on.





4. Fear of Flying . . . with Bloody Good Reason



One of the fascinating things about working inside certain professions is the fact that they give you the fish’s-eye view of a swan’s arse. Meaning, while the swan looks calm and serene up top, underneath its legs are going ten-to-the-dozen, and sometimes looking beneath the surface is where you find the truth. Ask any chef who’s ever worked in a kitchen what he’s seen going on in there, and you’ll probably never eat out again. Similarly, once I’d seen some of the aviation industry from the inside, I wondered if I’d ever again fly. It might seem odd coming from someone whose working life revolved around airports, but I have to admit to not being a fan of planes myself: they’re dangerous in the air and often even more dangerous on the ground.


Funnily enough, the word ‘airport’ itself was coined by a British Customs officer. The first ever engine-powered aircraft flight over the English Channel was made in 1909 by a French flyer, Louis Blériot, who landed in fields near Dover Castle, claimed his £1,000 prize money for the achievement and overnight became world famous. And you might well think ‘bloody typical!’, but guess who was waiting for him when he landed at Dover? That’s right, a Customs officer! I love the fact that even at the end of a record-breaking world’s first journey there would still be a little guy in a uniform licking the end of a pencil and saying, ‘Now, sir, if you could possibly just sign here . . .’ But the fact is, even though Blériot still had to make a Customs declaration, the officer only had forms with the words Sea Port (as commercial air travel didn’t yet exist). So he crossed out the word ‘Sea’ and above it wrote ‘Air’. A new word was born. The dutiful officer also had to make do with reporting the plane as a yacht and describing Blériot as its master.
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